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13 June 1860

Holland, Michigan

A long letter from B. H. Ploeg to J. Bijlsma of Grand Rapids was published on this date in De
Hollander. One issue under discussion was the length of terms for elders and deacons. Ploeg
said that two year terms had no basis in the Bible. Ploeg has been engaged in a long argument
about the singing of hymns in the churches, a practice he disapproves of heartily. Ploeg's long
letter gives an insight into many issues he has with the Reformed Protestant Dutch Church that
the Classis of Holland joined in 1850.
In Dutch; translated by Nella Kennedy, April, 2006.
Original in the archives of the Holland Museum.

DE HOLLANDER, Wednesday, June 13, 1860
Mr. Doesburg!
I would be obliged if you would make space in your newspaper for the accompanying
letter.
Your servant and friend,
B. H. Ploeg
Holland, June 10, 1860
P.S. Once again, would the editors of DE BAZUIN reproduce this for the benefit of my
fellow country men and believers? B.H.P.
To J. BijIsma, in Grand Rapids

In response to your letter, addressed to me and placed in DE STOOMPOST of April 25
and May 25, 1860, Twill say the following in brief compass, since I cannot enter into all
particulars, of which some are too vague and others of too little of interest.
In the first place then, about elders and deacons leaving after two years. You say, in
general: "It seems to me that the matter there is like it is here: one is in favor, the other is
against it." Yet, concerning our personal feelings you say: "I for one must confess that I
feel most at home where actions take place in the spirit of the congregation, and think,
that the fathers would have thought so too when they wrote: "If it promotes the wellbeing of the church [gemeente can also mean congregation]."
Our difference in this has to do with your norm that the spirit of the congregation comes
first, and, in the second place, the example of the fathers expressed in the Church Order.
I, on the contrary, have said that such practices have no basis in God's Word. And ought
this not to be our norm?
Yet, for further explanation of my feelings concerning this point, I need to clarify this
first of all: I do not wish to infringe on our Dort Church Order in the least. This human
document cannot bind or unbind my emotions to one or the other. I will recognize the
elected as such, but I will not elect them for such a [priorly] determined time.
It was, and still is, my personal conviction that the election of elders and deacons for two
years does not have a basis in God's Word. And it is for this reason that I would not be
able to accept such a call, since it would not be possible for me to answer: "whether you
feel in your heart that you have been called lawfully by God's church," and therefore by
God Himself to this holy ministry, each in his (for two years, for that belongs to it). And
after the requested answer, "yes," it is followed with the installation and the laying on of
hands, for two years. These few words, it seems to me, will be enough to bring about
comprehension of what I want to emphasize in this matter — that is exactly what
constitutes my objection.

You continue "now that you have released your feeling, you go a step further and take the
matter to another, although not foreign ground at all." It is a well-known fact, after all,
that in spite of what we did not recognize in the Netherlands as ecclesiastical, is accepted
so eagerly in various Sabbath schools. I often ask myself by whose influence we have
been placed on that height, or, rather, have been cast in that depth? "It has been
voluntarily cultivated in our own bosom through the influence of the spirit of the time."
"Brother!" (you continue), "it is not the East, but the West; there has been a yearning
here for something that was rejected formerly, and that what had been perhaps also a
cause of secession or banishment, has turned into improvement now.1 0, relief]"
You ask, Brother! "By whose influence", etc? and you answer: "it is not the East, but the
West." You certainly do know that the entire host of hymns is a synodical, ecclesiastical
product, carries the stamp of ecclesiastical approval, and recommended officially to
parochial and Sabbath schools, as well as the use of the psalms (which hymns are already
used in our church and congregation during English services), as well as a deluge of all
kinds of tracts or Sabbath school booklets, of all sorts, not excluding Romanism, with
teachers, in the Sabbath school of all kinds of confessions. In using such doctrine and
hymns, we would be able to sing the 74th Dutch evangelical [evangelisch]2 hymn, verse
2:
Virtue, o yes, I find beautiful,
It has it own reward,
I follow her path with joy and courage
I know that he who does not sin,
Who does not forget his duties,
Has reason to be most happy
[In deugd, o ja, ik vind ze schoon,
Hij strekt zich zelv' ten grooten loon,
Ik volg haar pad met vreugd en moed
Ik weet, dat, die geen zonde doet,
Die zijn pligten niet vergeet
Met reden hoogste gelukkig heet]
But that all of this, as you have said, is welcomed here of your own free will and accepted
cannot be doubted. We can see from this how deeply our Dutch Christelijk Afgescheiden
Gereformeerd people have sunk now.
It is to be lamented that our Gereformeer[meer] de church doctrine, expressed in
practice in our forms of unity —in connection and in harmony with God's Word-- has
been put in the background or is passed by silently. It is no longer noticed, especially in
the Sabbath school, from which usage it ought to appear whether we are still a
Gereformeerd people or not. To apply this let us practice Ps. 78:104 in singing and living
with our children.
The English word improvement was used in the Dutch text by Bijlsma.
2

Evangelisch, in the early nineteenth century, could merely have meant "protestant."

The education of youth is provided for in our Church Order, art. 21 of 1618 and 1619.
As parents we ourselves are personally answerable to the Lord for our children, just as is
every local, ecclesiastical body. See Rev. 1:19, 20, and chapters 2 and 3 in its entirety.
Think! Our children are white paper for our teachers; what is written on it can be read.
Think of Solomon's word: Teach your youth the first principles," etc. Why does a papist
remain a papist?, a Jew, a Jew? Just because he was raised that way, unless God glorifies
His regenerating grace.
You continue in answering my two part questions: "As far as the first is concerned,
sacrificing our national existence, is not demanded from us at all. "Therefore," you
continue, "we were not incorporated in the already existing English Classis of Michigan,
but [we were] accepted with a particular Classis under the name of Classis of Holland,
with the absolute [volste] right to maintain our national existence, such as: language,
mores and customs, according to own discretion. Therefore Rev. Wyckoff, of Albany,
said more than once that if they had approved something that was contrary to our way of
thinking, we would not emulate it, and this has been honored so that nothing has been
forced at us. So, brother, if there is something strange in our midst, or something has got
lost, it is not the far-off East, but the West. It is because we ourselves have desired and
entered that way on our free will."
Brother! That there is something that does not belong in our church, and from where, has
already been pointed out or named. But, that your appeal to Dr. Wyckoff is incorrect will
prove clearly this point in the account of Dr. Wyckoff himself to his senders, as the
result, specifically, of the preceding actions and agreements at the Classical meeting held
here in May and June 1849. The account, of this point, says: "They agreed with this
declaration to be united to our Synod." It had been judged best that they would not be
gathered in our existing Classis of Michigan, but should congregate as a special Classis,
with our northern Synod. They wished to respond, in whatever way [hoe ook], by
delegates with our Classis there.3 See the words, Brother! Which were taken from the
account of Dr. Wyckoff.
Where do we find now a trace of our national existence, as you phrase it, as: language,
mores and customs, to keep according to our own discretion? No, Brother! All of this —
especially the first—is completely gone, already [noticeable] as soon as you attend
Particular Synod in Chicago. While still in the Netherlands, but particularly here at the
beginning of the Colony, the commonly desired and intended purpose was to remain an
independent Dutch people ecclesiastically, and foreign speculators had to be barred as
much as possible. That is how it was then said and written. Our first settlers know this
still quite well. The majority of our immigrants imagined, in glad hope and expectation,
afree church, free school education, for the cultivation and education of our youth
according to our ecclesiastical needs.

The sentence is translated rather literally. Ploeg's use of prepositions make the content also unclear in
Dutch.
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But you continue, and say: "Brother! National separation can only be civil, but
considered on Christian or ecclesiastical ground it is just as up-to-date [nieuwerwets]
Gereformeerd as being able to unite with everything and to remain separate, which
originally had been the aim of the first Dutch people in their settling. Thanks be to God
that our Gereformeerde church confession has been considered as binding, and that we
joined where the marks of the True Church are still there."
Brother! I had not spoken of ecclesiastical separation, but of national denominational
independence. Is it not very clear, Brother Bijlsma, that this independence cannot be
have been intended to be only ecclesiastical, and not civil? For already soon upon arrival
in this country we would be able to be recognized as citizens, enjoy the protection and
privileges of this land, renounce all foreign government and swear allegiance to the
Union, Constitution and laws of this land, and in this way to be naturalized and integrated
civilly. But ecclesiastically we can and may be independent, and remain what we, the
largest majority, were: Christelijk Afgescheiden Gereformeerd. And why, here in
America, would we not be able to do so? Where there are so many other Protestant
denominations who stretch out the brotherly hand?
Now, Brother! Such a church as I would desire, and which you call up-to-date
Gereformeerd, such a church and congregation was established in the South African
Republic under the leadership of Rev. Postma in Riddersburg, civically under the law, but
ecclesiastically independent. See this in DE BAZUIN of Friday, March 9, 1860. And
this is what we could have here as well. Then we would be able to judge and have
control over education of youth, books, etc. in our own language. We would then also
have the major and minor church meetings in our own language. And yet we could
extend the brother hand to those who confess and practice the same doctrine of faith and
enjoy each other's help and cooperation. That is how it is with the Walloon (French) and
Dutch churches to the present.
Concerning your guess that I had my eye on the seminary is completely incorrect. It is
my conviction that this is an institution which belongs purely and entirely to the East, and
is managed and directed by the Synod.
Now a few words concerning the conclusion of your letter. You mentioned that my
behavior was somewhat objectionable in having accepted my election to be a
representative to the Synod of Chicago, because I knew that I had not mastered the
English language. Yes, Brother! I will not protest this. But then this also pertains to
those who elected me, who knew this as well, and will once again elect such persons on
a new occasion, and the new ones will accept this election to be representatives to the
General Synod in the East (in spite of the fact that they, just like me, do not know the
language). I tell you that they all are just as guilty as I was, so your remark can, as far as
this matter is concerned, be quite useful in the future.
So here it is, Brother! I took a bit here and there from your letter to answer it. I beg your
pardon for having copied so many sentences word for word, but I did so to enlighten
those who do not read DE STOOMPOST. Apart from my letter, you also have received a

cordial word by now from an observer from Pella about Sabbath schools, etc. And lastly,
I wish to be excused from all writing concerning this matter. I am not a friend of
polemics, and even less to maintain such. Furthermore I do not have the qualifications
for it.
I merely expressed here purely my firm conviction (which I had already in the
Netherlands), trusting that no genuine truth lover will challenge me on this.
Your brother, who protests every deviation,
Holland, June 1860
[Translator: Nella Kennedy,
April 2006]

B. H. Ploeg
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